Increasing numbers of students are applying to university with the International Certificate of Christian Education (ICCE), an alternative to mainstream qualifications based on a biblically-based, individualised curriculum called Accelerated Christian Education (ACE). No formal validity arguments exist for the ICCE, but it claims to prepare students for university entrance. This article assesses the validity of the ICCE by comparing the stated objectives in ACE workbooks with the activities on its tests. It is argued that many of the learning objectives are never tested at all. Those that are tested are frequently covered only superficially. The tests rely extensively on rote memorisation which fails to prove understanding of concepts, and ACE's definitions of academic disciplines are often rather different from, and inferior to, the understandings of mainstream academia. It is concluded that, while students from alternative educational backgrounds should not be penalised, ICCE results cannot provide the robust evidence of academic achievement that universities are entitled to expect.
comparison of international qualifications and skills) has benchmarked as comparable to Cambridge International Exams 'O' and 'A' Level standard respectively (NARIC, 2012a) . ACE is self-paced, so the age at which students graduate may vary, but the ICCE board expects the average student to complete the General certificate when aged 15-16 and the Advanced certificate when aged 17-18 (CEE, 2012, p. 17) . Four ICCE subjects are examined: Biblical studies, English; science; and social studies (geography and history).
About the ICCE
Although ACE is an American curriculum, the ICCE was started by ACE's UK distributors, CEE, and is available in four regions: Europe, Africa, Australasia, and Southeast Asia. The ICCE claims to be 'a Christian alternative to secular qualifications' which 'provides graduating students with an internationally accepted qualification that enables them to gain entrance to universities and colleges around the world' (ICCE, 2017) . The ICCE's chief moderator has claimed that more than 90 universities in the UK and 30 in other countries have accepted ICCE graduates (Boulton, 2014) . In 2010, 236 ICCE certificates were awarded, of which 115 were at General level and 22 at Advanced (Lewis, 2013a) . In 2011, 274 certificates were issued, 157 General and 38
Advanced (White, 2012) . These were the only years for which data could be obtained.
The sources do not specify whether these are worldwide or UK-only figures.
Two of the ICCE's board members have clarified the reasons for ICCE's existence.
Writing in response to the introduction of GCSEs 1 , Stephen Dennett (now ICCE educational consultant) stated:
It is clear that GCSE poses a severe threat to the Judaeo-Christian ethic and to traditional education, in the best sense of the word … Whatever happens, one truth remains: there can never be a truce between Zion and Egypt. A commitment to the kingdom of God is a declaration of war on Satan, the Prince of this world. Nowhere is that more true, at present, than in our national examination system. (Dennett, 1988, pp. 121-122) More recently, addressing parents and other stakeholders, ICCE chair Brenda Lewis has said:
What's the alternative to doing ICCE Advanced certificate? You know what it is. Sending the children out at 16 to do A levels. An A level in biology? That's not going to be Creation-based is it? Nor is geology, nor the social sciences …
[Before the ICCE's introduction] we wanted to do everything thoroughly, so we took our children off [the ACE curriculum] at 11 and taught them for GCSEs.
And God bless them, they did extremely well at GCSE. But do you know what the real result was? We had students who were not much better or much different from state school students. (Lewis, 2013b) A promotional video gives some insight into the intended uses of the ICCE:
[ICCE] is a Christian alternative to conventional qualifications, such as GCSEs and A levels … [The General certificate] is designed for average ability pupils and covers a standard and amount of work similar to 9 GCSEs grade A*-C … The advanced certificate is the board's university entry qualification.
( DoverSchoolUK, 2013) Clearly, the ICCE is intended to replace GCSEs and A Levels, national examinations taken by students in England and some other countries, typically at 16 and 18 years old respectively. Students from ACE schools apply to university using their ICCE
certificates, yet there is little information available to university admissions tutors about the content or structure of the qualification. As a commercial, in-confidence document, UK NARIC's benchmarking study is not available to the public, and NARIC's international comparisons database (NARIC, 2012b) provides only limited information.
Curriculum theory
Just as the young-Earth creationism it teaches is a rejection of mainstream science, ACE represents a rejection of the presumptions of mainstream education. It rejects virtually all contemporary curriculum theory (Berliner, 1997) , and has been vigorously criticized by mainstream academics (Beeke, 1992; Berliner, 1997; Fleming & Hunt, 1987; Paterson, 2003; Speck & Prideaux, 1993) . Defending the company from one such critique, ACE's vice president responded:
We respect the right of Fleming and Hunt to disagree with us, but we ask that they evaluate our material from something other than the conventional viewpoint. Our material is not written with conventional viewpoints in mind. (Johnson, 1987, p. 520) Similarly, ACE's Australian representative once argued 'ACE is not "on about" education in the sense that educators would understand, nor is it "on about" schooling in academic things. ACE is a Christian Character training program designed to turn out Christian leaders' (Murray, 1983, p. 71) . Because the authors of the ACE curriculum reject mainstream educational theory, no attempt is made to evaluate the ICCE qualification within a framework based on current assessment theory. Research indicates that ACE has changed little since the 1980s (Kelley, 2005, p. 19; Scaramanga, 2017) , so an evaluation repeating the assumptions of earlier researchers would be unlikely to yield new findings. Instead, ACE's assessments are evaluated on their own terms, investigating whether they achieve their objectives.
Validity
In order to judge an test's validity, there must be an explicit statement of the proposed interpretations and uses of test scores (American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, & National Council on Measurement in Education, 1999, p. 9). It is not so much tests themselves that are valid or not, but the inferences drawn from them (Markus, 1998, p. 80) . Without knowing the uses for which a test is designed, it is impossible to validate it. Therefore, test publishers need to 'provide enough of the right kind of information for other stakeholders to evaluate their products and to use them appropriately' (Newton, 2012, p. 18 ).
In the case of the ICCE, it appears that no such argument has been made. There is no reference to validity on the ICCE website, nor in the International Certificate of Christian Education Procedures Manual (CEE, 2012) . No clear statement of the proposed interpretations and uses of ICCE test scores could be found. Equally, no validity argument for the ACE curriculum on which the ICCE is largely based could be found. Elkins (1992) argues that ACE does not consider itself accountable to anyone except its users, which may explain why the curriculum has not undergone a process of external validation.
Because there is no available validity argument for either ACE or the ICCE, and no statement about the intended inferences to be drawn from their test scores, it is not really possible to evaluate the validity of the ICCE curriculum. However, since students are applying to university on the basis of these qualifications, it would still be useful to understand what the tests measure. This has been attempted by comparing PACEs' stated learning objectives with the activities in PACE tests. As a result, this paper examines the ICCE on its own terms; in that sense, this paper risks being less critical of the ICCE than some would judge it should be. At the end of each PACE, students take a summative test. It is the scores from these tests which dominate ICCE assessment. The grades on a student's ICCE certificate are reached by calculating the student's mean PACE test score for each subject.
PACE learning objectives
Historically, validity was defined as 'the degree to which a test or examination measures what it purports to measure' (Ruch, 1924 , cited in Newton, 2012 followed by a list of (mostly) specific outcomes. The PACE tests can then be evaluated by asking whether they measure the knowledge and skills listed in the objectives.
The subjects Biblical studies, English, science and social studies (geography and history) were selected because they are compulsory for all students at both General and
Advanced levels. The only other compulsory subject, mathematics, was not studied because of the very different type of questions it contains. At General level, all the available PACEs in those subjects were examined. By now it was clear that one PACE in a particular subject is very much like another. At Advanced level three PACEs in each of the relevant subjects were therefore purchased by choosing ones either at random or because we knew they were of particular interest (e.g. English PACE 1144 which has the only compulsory speaking assignment in the English curriculum). The analysis of learning objectives in PACEs (Tables 1-4) included every available PACE in each subject. Learning objectives for those PACEs not purchased were viewed online at Christianbook.com.
Before discussing how well the PACE tests measure the stated objectives, it is
important to understand what these objectives are. A useful way to classify the types of objectives is by the action verbs used (e.g. 'Memorize the eight parts of speech'; 'Name the parts of a typical neuron'). All of the verbs in the objectives for the examined PACEs were listed and their frequencies counted (Tables 1 and 2 ).
[ Table 1 near here]
[ The Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (Bloom, 1956) provides an established and comprehensive framework for identifying instructional objectives (Gronlund & Brookhart, 2008 ). This appears to be one educational theory ACE does accept (e.g. ACE, 2014). As is well known, Bloom's taxonomy divides learning into a hierarchy of six dimensions: knowledge (remembering), comprehension (understanding), application, analysis, synthesis (combining previous learning or producing something new), and evaluation. It is possible to categorize learning objectives using the taxonomy by classifying action verbs into each level (Almerico & Baker, 2004 Tables 3 and 4 show the results of this classification.
[ Table 3 near here]
[ Table 4 near here] ACE has been criticized for its neglect of higher-order thinking skills (Berliner, 1997; Speck & Prideaux, 1993) . Looking at Tables 3 and 4 , it becomes clear that the PACEs, in the main, do not aim to develop higher-order thinking skills; overall 86% of learning objectives are at the knowledge or comprehension level. This is one example of the 'philosophical differences' between ACE and many mainstream educators (Johnson, 1987, p. 520) .
Measurement of objectives
Having established what the PACE objectives are, the question of whether the PACE tests successfully measure them arises. To investigate whether PACEs' assessments are aligned with their objectives, one quarter (i.e. three) of the available PACEs in each subject were examined. The PACEs were chosen using a random number generator.
The results of this investigation are found in Table 5 .
[ Table 5 near here]
'Measured' in Table 5 means that the PACE test contains one or more items that, if
completed successfully, would demonstrate satisfactory mastery of the objective.
'Inadequately measured' means there is at least one test item relevant to the objective, but correctly answering the question would be insufficient to demonstrate full attainment of that objective. 'Not measured' means that there were no items on the test relevant to the given objective.
Inadequately measured objectives are most often those requiring comprehension or a higher-order thinking skill, but which are assessed using recall only. BNTCH 129 has the objective 'to discuss the Anabaptist movement'. The test has three relevant items, but none of them allows for discussion: the student must match 'Anabaptist' with the term 're-baptizer', and answer two true/false questions on the subject. In English 1121, objectives include 'To learn how to evaluate literature' and 'To read and evaluate American literature from the Colonial Period', but the test only requires students to complete (from memory) rules for evaluating literature (underlined text indicates the blank to be completed):
(1) Exercise discipline and control over what you allow to come into your mind.
(2) Distinguish between the foolishness of this world and the wisdom of God.
(3) Reject that which glorifies sin.
(4) Read what is profitable for spiritual growth.
In some cases, objectives are measured by the test, but only thinly. In Science 1099, objectives include 'To describe the class of fish that includes lampreys and hagfish' (Agnatha), 'To describe fish such as sharks, rays, and skates' (Chondrichthyes) and 'To describe bony fish' (Osteichthyes). Test item 12 (worth 2.5%) duly asks students to 'Describe the three classes of fish'. However, the answer required is 'Agnatha do not have jaws … Chondrichthyes have cartilage skeletons … Osteichthyes have bony skeletons'. This is a thin kind of 'description', and it is doubtful whether these are sufficient definitions. By the PACE text's own account, members of class Agnatha also have cartilage skeletons, so the descriptions fail to distinguish between the classes.
Nevertheless, these objectives were classified as 'measured' for the purposes of Table 5 , since students' knowledge of the PACE's descriptions is tested.
The large number of PACE objectives that are not thoroughly measured by the tests can be explained by the number of recall activities in the PACE tests. Overall, 50% of PACE objectives are at the knowledge level (Table 3) , and therefore can adequately be tested by recall activities. The rest of the PACE objectives are at the comprehension level or above, so they require other kinds of test activity in order to measure them. In the PACEs and PACE tests, however, non-recall items are rare. Tables 6 and 7 show that in most cases, the tests consist exclusively of recall activities, mainly fill-in-theblank and multiple choice.
[ Table 6 near here]
[ Table 7 near here]
The non-recall activities in English tests at General level are mostly technical grammar exercises. The majority involve sentence diagrams, pictorial representations of sentence structure based on the system devised by Reed and Kellogg (1880) . Other activities involve the application of grammar rules, such as adding missing punctuation to given sentences or underlining words that ought to be capitalized. In English 1095, students are asked to add the missing addresses, salutation, and closing to a pre-written business letter. Earlier in the PACE, students are given the opportunity to write their own letters, but these do not form part of the test score. At General level, only two PACE tests offer students the opportunity for extended writing: English 1094 and English 1096. In the former, 40% of available marks are for preparing and writing 'an interesting paragraph'.
In the latter, 30% of marks go to writing a three-paragraph biographical report on Florence Nightingale, which students must complete from a supplied outline. At
Advanced level, all examined English tests require only recall or comprehension except
English 1144, for which 30% of marks were for giving a six-to ten-minute speech. This is the only speaking activity in any of the examined PACEs. In the examined physics and chemistry tests, non-recall activities were all for mathematical calculations.
Objectives as measures of PACE content
It might be argued that the learning objectives apply to the entire PACE workbook, so it is unfair to look at the tests in isolation. While this is true, there are several reasons to doubt that completion of a PACE entails the satisfaction of its stated objectives. The first is that, in some cases, the PACEs contain objectives which are satisfied by none of the PACE activities. Seven of the examined English PACEs included an evaluation objective. Of these, four contain no evaluation activities. The opportunities that do arise are quite restrictive. English 1121 (p. 16), intended for students in their third year of high school, asks: 'Do you think "Housewifery" is a good title for the poem? Why, or why not?' There is one line on which to write the answer.
Insistence on verbatim recall
An easy way to distinguish understanding from parrot-fashion repetition is to ask the student to explain something in her own words. This is discouraged by ACE, however.
If a student uses a synonym rather than the exact word given in the score key, she loses half a mark (CEE, 2010, p. 41 The correct answers are 'choice' and 'unrepentant wickedness' respectively. The student would be penalized for writing 'decision' and 'sinfulness', even though these answers demonstrate adequate understanding. This incentivizes unthinking memorization.
Since PACE activities typically require only verbatim repetition, completing the PACE without understanding will not hinder the student's progress. Some students might conclude that learning consists only of recall and remain unaware of gaps in their own understanding. ACE suggests supervisor 'quizzing' of students to avoid this (ACE, 2010, p. 108), but since no record is kept of these informal quizzes, they cannot be used as evidence of the validity of the ICCE. With the only requirement to teach in an ACE school being a week's training (ACE, 2016) , the quality of teaching is likely to be variable.
Retention
From the style and content of the PACEs, it can be inferred that ACE believes the purpose of academic education is the mastery of a body of facts. If this is the case, retention of those facts becomes a critical issue. The PACE assessments do not give any indication of the students' long-term recall of information. Each PACE test asks questions only about material from the current PACE; a PACE typically takes 2-3 weeks to complete (ACE, 2010, p. 85) . Students take the tests whenever they are ready (ACE, 2010, p. 109) , usually the day after completing the PACE. This system encourages cramming (or 'massed presentation'), which is likely to reduce long-term retention (Bahrick & Hall, 2005; Dempster, 1988) .
Critical thinking
None of the examined tests included the opportunity for analysing or evaluating. Apart from the mentioned exceptions in English 1094, 1096, and 1144, none involved any creating. The PACE tests provide evidence for remembering and sometimes understanding. If readiness for university involves the development of skills of analysis, creativity, and evaluation, the ICCE seems unlikely to constitute suitable preparation.
Still, it could be argued that university preparation ought to focus on learning and understanding a body of knowledge, and that the skills of application, analysis, and evaluation can be developed later. The PACE tests might plausibly provide evidence that this kind of learning has taken place. The validity of this argument is therefore considered.
Validity threats
A validity threat is any piece of negative evidence that may undermine inferences drawn from an assessment (Crooks, Kane, & Cohen, 1996) . Crooks, Kane, and Cohen's framework breaks the process of validation into a chain of eight linked stages: administration, scoring, aggregation, generalization, extrapolation, evaluation, decision and impact. There are particular threats to the validity of conclusions based on PACE test scores at the administration, scoring, aggregation, generalisation, and extrapolation stages.
Administration
Tests are marked from answer keys by supervisors in schools (or by parents in the case of home-schooled students). A sample of these tests is moderated externally. A potential threat to test administration in ACE is that only one test exists for each PACE. If a student fails the test, they repeat the PACE before taking the same test again. If she passes on the second or third attempt, the passing score is recorded with no penalty; on fourth or subsequent attempts, the mark is capped at 80% (CEE, 2012, p. 79) . This means that a student who failed the first time will be able to prepare for the test knowing exactly what questions will be asked, but the mark will not reflect this.
Scoring
The usefulness of scores is threatened if it is possible for students to answer correctly without employing the attribute the test is intended to measure. It must be asked, therefore, whether a passing PACE test score proves that the student has understood the content. There are reasons to doubt this beyond those already discussed.
Multiple choice questions on PACE tests sometimes include implausible distractors yet
it is universally acknowledged that distractors must be plausible for multiple choice questions to be effective (Haladyna, Downing, & Rodriguez, 2002, p. 314 PACE tests also make frequently use of association activities, where students match words with their definitions from two lists, or events with their dates. Other activities include fill-in-the-blank items where answers are chosen from a list. These have the common flaw that answers are not independent of each other (Haladyna et al., 2002, p. 314) . One incorrect answer can jeopardize other items; in other cases, students can find answers by a process of elimination. This makes the assessment in part a measure of test-wiseness.
Aggregation
When all tasks have been scored, they can be combined together to produce totals. If scores from excessively diverse tasks are included in one total, the correlations between tasks may be low and the resultant score of limited meaning. Alternatively, if diverse tasks are given inappropriate weights, the total may be misleading.
An ACE selling point is that no distinction is made between religious knowledge and subject-specific knowledge; religious lessons are integrated into every academic subject. Most tests also contain at least some questions of a religious nature. This means that a student's knowledge of the Bible, or of fundamentalist doctrine, affects their test scores in such unrelated disciplines as science and geography. Scripture memorization is part of assessment in all PACEs for the first year of ICCE, and in every English PACE. In the British history PACEs reviewed, Scripture memorization formed a mean of 2.0% of the total marks; in Earth science, 2.5%; in English, 3.7%. These are small amounts; however, grade boundaries are narrow in the ICCE (see Table 8 ).
[ Because God desires fellowship with all men, it is our responsibility to take His message to those who have never heard.
(Social Studies [Geography] 1097)
These questions make up only a small minority (2-3%) of marks in most subjects, but this is enough potentially to change a student's overall grade (see Table 8 ). Those evaluating ICCE grades should bear in mind that the test scores combine religious learning with the academic disciplines.
Generalization
Generalization is the assumption that scores are indicative of a student's predictive performance in the assessed domain. It is theorized that test items represent a random sample of questions which might have been asked; scores are taken as an indication of the student's likely performance in this wider pool of questions. In the case of PACE tests, however, students have an excellent idea of which parts of the PACE will be on the test.
Each PACE contains three review sections called 'checkups', and a final review called a 'self test'. Checkups are typically two pages long. Questions for both the self test and test are drawn exclusively from the checkups. This is not stated explicitly, but before taking the test, students are advised in each PACE to revise the checkups. This means that, although PACEs are typically 40-50 pages, students need revise only six pages to gain full marks. Since this is the case in all PACEs, it is probable that at least some students will pay less attention to the other 'unimportant' material.
In some subjects, they need not revise even this much. In the World History PACEs, 94.5% of test marks go to questions repeated from the self test (usually three pages). In British History, it is 100%. Even if their supervisors do not point this out, presumably at least some students will notice this pattern. Students usually take the self test the day before the test (CEE, 2010, p. 39) and mark it themselves from an answer key. They have, in effect, a completed test from which to revise, making it doubtful whether students' test scores would generalize to performance in other contexts.
Extrapolation
The assessed domain is a subset of the target domain, and test scores are used to extrapolate from the former to the latter. If the test questions are not representative of the target domain, such extrapolation may be unwarranted; this may be exacerbated if performance on included tasks is not well correlated with performance on the excluded tasks (Crooks et al 1996, 275) . The ICCE does not clearly specify the target domain for each of its subjects, but it might reasonably be assumed that such terms as 'English', 'history', and 'geography' refer to the understandings of experts in these subjects in mainstream academia. Many ACE subjects, however, define their areas more narrowly than is usual, and in some cases reject important findings and methods from their disciplines. Those making decisions based on ICCE test scores should be aware of differences between ACE's version of academic disciplines and those in mainstream schools.
The most obvious point of departure is science; ACE rejects all aspects of science which do not conform to its literal interpretation of the Bible. This also affects the study of ancient history, since ACE believes the Earth to be approximately 6,000 years old, and that a global flood destroyed civilization 4,500 years ago. Even in areas unrelated to creationism, many ACE subject areas are notably unlike the same subjects as taught in mainstream education. Although there is a limited discussion of geographical concepts such as plate tectonics, ACE's geography course mostly consists of memorizing the names and locations of countries, with an emphasis on the work of missionaries on each continent. The study of human geography, as understood in mainstream schooling, is skeletal or absent. ACE's English programme focuses much more on traditional grammar, and much less on literature and creative writing, than do most English courses.
Impact
The final step in the validity chain considers the impact of the assessment regime on students. 'The effort involved in the assessment process can only be justified if the assessment leads to worthwhile benefits for students or other stakeholders' (Crooks et al., 1996, 279) . It seems evident that assessment which rewards rote learning while ignoring or penalizing other kinds of understanding presents the student with a distorted view of what learning is. Most importantly, the ICCE's weaknesses seem likely particularly to impact students of lower ability. The ACE system does not provide students with coherent frameworks to make sense of the facts they memorize, nor encourage them to make connections between disparate areas of learning. It is plausible that some students might succeed in understanding the material and could excel despite the system's weaknesses. Others, however, are at risk of mistaking rote memorization for genuine learning, of struggling with long-term retention, and of lacking a coherent framework within which to make sense of the facts they learn. These students could be hindered from reaching their academic and personal potential. NARIC (2012a NARIC ( , 2012c stresses that the ICCE qualification involves more than just the ACE materials, and its comparability statement is for the entire ICCE, and not PACE tests in isolation. The analysis presented here has not considered what impact the compulsory coursework elements of the ICCE might have on its validity. It should though be noted that these elements are weighted at just 2% of total assessment at General level (CEE, 2012, p. 54) . At Advanced level, one-third of units are coursework, but, according to CEE (2012, p. 54) , at Intermediate and Advanced levels, coursework, though graded pass/merit/distinction, has no formal weighting and no impact on the student's subject grades or overall grade.
Coursework
No example essays were available for review, but the majority of assignment titles appeared appropriate. They included study of classic literature and practical science, which are notably absent from the ACE curriculum. Nevertheless, there may still be cause for concern with some aspects of even this. For example, past essay titles have
included 'In what ways, if any, was Alexander the Great a type of the Antichrist?'. In both English and science, one essay option involves arguing against the theory of evolution and defending creationism.
In general, there is insufficient evidence available to comment on the validity of ICCE coursework. Potentially, the essays could go some way towards making up for the lack of extended writing opportunities in the PACEs. It is difficult to see, however, how these coursework items could compensate for all the weaknesses identified in ICCE assessments.
Discussion
The ICCE maintains that it prepares students for university entrance. In the absence of a validity argument for the ICCE, it is impossible to assess its validity closely. On the available evidence, however, it is difficult to see how valid inferences can be drawn with confidence from ICCE test scores. It might be argued that a lot of assessment goes on all over the world that is not in line with high quality education and psychological association standards. In response, two rejoinders can be made. First, this may indeed be the case and there are no doubt other qualifications that have shortcomings; however, the focus here is on the ICCE. Secondly, without claiming to be in a position to make any sort of systematic judgement about the quality of the ICCE relative to other qualifications, it does seem that by comparison with the most widely available alternatives in England, the ICCE falls well short.
A number of specific threats seem to undermine any attempt to draw meaningful conclusions from ICCE test scores:
1) It is possible for students to answer most PACE test questions without understanding.
2) The tests frequently fail to measure their stated objectives.
3) Students are able to re-take exactly the same test for a second and third time without penalty.
4) The assessment regime provides no evidence of students' long-term retention of information.
5) The subject areas, as defined by ACE, are in many cases rather different from how these disciplines are understood by mainstream academia. This is not to say that it is impossible for ICCE students to succeed once they have left behind their ACE curriculum. Indeed, anecdotal evidence suggests that some ICCE graduates have excelled at university (Johns & Hallett, 2014) . Students in ACE schools do not receive many of the opportunities afforded students in mainstream schools; Speck and Prideaux (1993, p. 293) argue that they are "in a state of conceptual and cognitive disadvantage". It would be unfortunate if they were further disadvantaged by universities and colleges rejecting the ICCE as a matter of policy. It is not helpful, however, to accept students onto FE or HE courses for which they are unprepared, as ICCE students may be.
It is therefore appropriate for universities at the present time to recognise two things when faced with applications from students who have ICCE qualifications. First, students may perform well on the ICCE yet be poorly prepared for university entrance.
Universities should therefore be sceptical about the value of ICCE as a university qualification. Secondly, and somewhat in contradistinction, any student applying to higher education with an ICCE qualification is likely to have experienced a restricted school education. It is therefore possible that such students may eventually perform better in a higher education institution, as a result of the teaching they receive, than might initially be thought. Such students will benefit from the opportunity to thrive in a richer educational environment.
However, the stronger conclusion is that substantial improvements are urgently needed to the ways in which ICCE qualifications are determined, if such qualifications are to continue to be permitted. Both NARIC, the designated United Kingdom national agency for the recognition and comparison of international qualifications and skills, and ACE schools themselves need to ensure that students are prepared for high quality, nationally recognised qualifications. It is not in students' interests for them to spend years of their lives studying for poor quality qualifications. At present NARIC's benchmarking of ICCE is not available to the public. There would seem to be an argument for greater transparency in this respect.
Finally, it should be noted that many advocates of faith-based (including Christian) education would also be critical of the ICCE and, more generally, ACE's approach to education. It is not intended that this paper be read as an attack on religion or on the possibility of high quality religious education (cf. Hand, 2012) . Furthermore, it has been argued that parents are entitled to bring their children up in a particular religion (cf. Brighouse & Swift, 2016) . The argument of this paper is simply that if readiness for university involves the development of skills of analysis, creativity, and evaluation, or even simply learning and understanding a body of knowledge, the ICCE does not provide adequate preparation.
Notes
The PACE examined for this review were:
Basic Life of Christ 133, 143, 144; Basic New Testament Church History 121-132; Basic New Testament Survey 97-108; English 1085 English -1108 English , 1120 English , 1127 English , 1129 English , 1130 English , 1134 English , 1135 English , 1142 English -1144 Geography 1097 Geography , 1099 Geography , 1101 Geography , 1104 Geography , 1106 Geography , 1108 ; History of 
